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THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA 

BY H. D. BARROWS. 

[An address delivered before the Sixth District California Library 
Association at Santa Monica, June 19, 1908.] 



The relations existing between the Southern California Public 
Libraries and the Historical Society of Southern California are 
not altogether unlike those of first cousins. In a limited sense they 
supplement each other. Having, to a certain extent, common aims, 
they can in many ways be helpful to each other. 

While the field of activity of the latter organization is practically 
restricted to the gathering and recording of local history, and to 
the making of the same (sometime), accessible to our own people 
and to the world, the Public Libraries have a much wider mission ; 
that is, to gather and make accessible to their several local com- 
munities, universal history; in other words, to collect and classify, 
so far as they may, records of both the past and current achieve- 
ments of the human race. 

I once said, — I do not remember just where or when, — that "no 
community can claim to be highly enlightened that is content to 
remain ignorant of its own antecedents ; in other words, uninformed 
as to the prime causes that have made it what it is" ; which senti- 
ment may, in this connection, be given a wide significance, thus: 
No community can claim to be highly enlightened that is content 
to neglect the riches of literature, in which are crystalized, with 
greater or lesser fullness, the records of human history. 

I suppose the members of the Sixth District of the California 
Library Association, here assembled, would like to know something 
about the history, achievements and resources of our Historical 
Society, which has now been in existence nearly twenty-five years, 
and which has issued twenty-three annual publications, or seven 
volumes of local history, aggregating nearly 2000 octave pages. 
Seven thousand copies of these publications have been distributed 
among the libraries and Historical Societies of the world. That 
these publications have received appreciation in our own country 
and abroad is attested by the many requests that have been received 
asking for complete files. 

It may surprise some of you perhaps to learn that the expense 
of the publication of these annuals during all these years has been 
borne exclusively, with one exception, by a comparatively small 
membership. The material of the second volume, consisting of 
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valuable historical documents relating to the discoveries and sub- 
sequent early history of California, in both Spanish and English, 
was found by Mr. Adolph Sutro in the royal India Archives in 
Seville, Spain. Mr. Sutro donated these documents to our Society, 
and he generously contributed fifty dollars towards defraying the 
cost of their publication. They were translated by one of our mem- 
bers, the late Mr. George Butler Griffin, who was a very thorough 
Spanish scholar. Perhaps I should add to this exception the fact 
that the expense of photos of deceased members, for insertion in 
the annuals, was paid by surviving relatives. 

With these exceptions, our Society, I believe, has not received 
financial aid from any source whatever, outside of its own member- 
ship, in the form of annual dues. Neither the State, nor have any 
of the counties or cities of Southern California, contributed one 
dollar towards the maintenance of our or of any Historical Society, 
although other States, counties and municipalities in nearly every 
part of the country tax themselves voluntarily for the support of 
local Historical Societies. In many States it has come to be an 
almost universally-received canon that these Societies are a neces- 
sary equipment of every enlightened community, and moreover, 
that, unless they are endowed by generous private interests, they 
must, as a matter of course, as in the case of public schools and 
libraries, be maintained at public expense. 

California has an extremely rich history, from a romantic, eco- 
nomic and social standpoint. Only those who lived in this blessed 
land of sunshine in the pastoral days before and immediately after 
the Gringo came, can have any adequate idea of the charm of the 
life that was lived here by the Spanish Californians, and by the 
few Americans who first came and who readily assimilated them- 
selves to the genial and often, to them, seemingly romantic ways 
of the better class of the native Californians. 

Many tourists and new-comers not infrequently express a wish 
to learn something about life here in California in the olden times, 
when purely Spanish and Mexican laws and customs prevailed. 
And I know of no writer from whom one can better gain pictur- 
esque glimpses of that life than from the late Stephen C. Foster, 
who came to Los Angeles in 1847 as interpreter for the "Mormon 
Battalion," under the command of Col. Philip St. George Cooke. 
Mr. Foster was a graduate of Yale College, of the class of 1840 ; 
he was once the Alcalde and twice the Mayor of Los Angeles, and 
a State Senator from 1851 to '53. 

Will the Library delegates here present today permit me to 
earnestly urge them to familiarize themselves with the fascinating 
pictures of early California life as sketched by Mr. Foster, in two 
papers contributed to our Historical Society Annual for 1887 (Vol. 
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I, pp. 30 and 46), and also to a paper contributed by him to a 
local journal in 1876, on the occasion of the celebration of the 
centennial anniversary of our national independence, and quoted 
in the "Central California" history of the coast counties (pages 
113-117)? 

These sketches are models in their way ; for my part, I consider 
them classics. In Vol. V, His. Soc. Pubs., fronting page 12, there 
is a photo of Mr. Foster, and on page 91 there is a brief memorial 
sketch of his life, written on the occasion of his death, January, 
1898, and a fuller account in Vol. IV, pp. 179-83. 

Another picturesque writer concerning life in Los Angeles and 
vicinity early times was Judge Benjamin Hayes. A very inter- 
esting paper of his was published in a pamphlet issued in 1876, but 
which is now out of print. 

From both these writers one may obtain vivid glimpses of the 
romantic social life of the native Californians in the early pastoral 
period under the Spanish and Mexican regimes ; and if new-comers 
in your respective Libraries ask for information on this subject, 
you will be prepared to point them the way whereby their requests 
may be gratified. As to the wonderful economic history of Cali- 
fornia, what State can offer a parallel to the flocking hither of the 
hordes from every portion of the civilized world, on the discovery 
of the most extensive placer gold mines ever known in all history? 
The extent of that vast migration was only equaled by the Crusades 
of the middle ages. 

The original settlement of California by the Franciscan Friars 
and the history of their labors, which have also their economic 
phases, are full of interesting episodes. Although the missions 
which they established were founded and built upon a religious 
basis, they nevertheless, nearly all of them, became independently 
rich, in spite of themselves, through the increase of their flocks 
and herds, as well as by reason of the fertility of the land. Some 
of these missions, especially San Gabriel, had immense vineyards, 
as well as olive and other orchards. 

The material which our Historical Society has gathered during 
the last quarter of a century was for years kept in the County Court- 
house, but at present it is boxed up and stored in a warehouse 
lately built by the county on New High street. A ton or more of 
newspapers and documents which we had accumulated was turned 
over to the City Library because we had no room wherein to store 
it. Don Antonio Coronel, who in his lifetime was an active and 
enthusiastic member of our Society, desired to donate his extensive 
and very valuable historical collection to the Historical Society. 
But as we had nowhere to store or display it, Mrs. Coronel, after 
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his death, turned it over to the care of the Los Angeles Chamber 
of Commerce, and it is now on exhibition in their building in Los 
Angeles. 

I append here a list of the principal possessions of the Historical 
Society : 

About 5000 titles, books, pamphlets, etc.; about 1500 bound 
volumes. 

One volume "Southern Californian" (newspaper published here 
from July, 1854, to July, 1855). 

"Los Angeles Star," January, 1855, to I860, complete. 

"Los Angeles Star" for 1861, 1862, 1863 and to July, 1864. 

"Los Angeles Star" from May, 1868, to December, 1870. 

"Los Angeles Star" from 1873 to 1877. 

"San Francisco Call," Vol. II (185.5). 

"San Francisco Bulletin," two volumes. 

"San Francisco Alta California" (incomplete) for the '60's. 

A complete set Bancroft's Histories. 

RARE BOOKS. 

Bloom From the Golden Land, by the Austrian Archduke, Sal- 
vator, who spent a winter, incognito, in Los Angeles. 

Also by the same royal author, several magnificent bound volumes 
with elaborate descriptions and maps of certain important islands 
in the Mediterranean. These highly artistic works His Highness 
caused to be sent to our Society, of his own volition. 

Laws of New York State, published in 1607. 

Debates in the first California Constitutional Convention in 1849. 

A large number of Spanish documents. 

Files of Los Angeles City Directories, from 1871, nearly com- 
plete to 1905. 

The only copy of the first City Directory in existence — that pub- 
lished in 1871 — is owned by the Historical Society. 

Portraits of Governor Pio Pico, Col. J. J. Warner, Dr. W. B. 
Osborn, and a collection of photographs of various historical persons. 

Views — Los Angeles in 1854 ; Los Angeles in 1857 ; Los Angeles 
in 1869. 

A map of California in 1846. 

The Society has still a limited number of Vols. II, III, IV, V and 
VI of its own publications, which are for sale to Libraries — $5.00 
for five volumes. Vol. I is entirely out of print. 

Probably sets of Historical Society Annuals, and possibly copies 
of the "Centennial History" of 1876 might be obtained at Jones' 
book store on First street, Los Angeles, or at Dawson's book shop, 
516 South Hill street. 

The State of Wisconsin several years ago voted the expenditure 
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of $600,000 for the purpose of housing the State Historical Society 
and the Library of the University under one roof. 

When, when, will California show, with its rich history, equal 
enlightened public spirit? 

We, members of the Historical Society of Southern California, 
believe we are justified in stating, not in any spirit of boasting, but 
as the simple truth, that our work has and will have in the future 
some value for the community in which we have labored, and that 
it will be appreciated sometime — sometime! — if it is not today. 



